EMPTY AMBITIONS 

The Rise and Fall of Shannon Faulkner 

Allow me to be the first feminist, and perhaps the first woman to publicly admit I am 
thoroughly disappointed, disgusted and incensed with the feeble attempt and hasty retreat of 
Shannon Faulkner. Despite all the intellectual clamoring and frantic rationalizing which has 
been tossed over this story like a wet blanket over a fire, it strikes a vicious blow to the women's 
movement, and we know it. Forget that her efforts and those of her counsel have breached the 
legal boundary which has kept women from attending a publicly sponsored academy for 153 
years. Never mind that other women will someday become Citadel cadets AND succeed - their 
efforts will go unnoticed. What will be remembered from this moment in the continuum of 
women's history is that our trailblazer gave up, choked, quit. 

Ironically, after spending two and a half years entrenched in the legal battle, Shannon 
entered the gates of the Citadel egregiously unprepared. After spending two and a half years 
fighting to get into a military academy, had it never occurred to her that she would be expected 
to adhere to military weight standards? Shannon was twenty pounds over the maximum weight 
allowed for her sex and height, making the rigorous physical requirements nearly impossible, 
(These standards were not devised by the Citadel, but are imposed upon all members of the 
Armed Forces.) It was an insult that a judge allowed her to enter, despite her weight. Perhaps I 
misunderstood the point of this struggle, and that of feminism in general. Did Shannon really 
want to be a cadet and graduate from the Citadel, or was she just trying to prove that she could 
get in? If that was the objective, why did she even bother to show up for training? That's like 
running for President, winning the election, then resigning after the first week because you can't 
stand the press. If we are going to fight for the chance to get up to the plate, let's be ready to 
swing when we get there, not just drop the bat and slink back to the dugout. Had Shannon 
been serious about this endeavor - this very important endeavor - she would have shown up on 
that first day in first-rate physical condition, and likely would have prevailed. As it was, she 
should have been turned away and ordered to return only when she could make the grade. 



Beyond her physical shortcomings, Shannon was also totally unprepared for the rigorous 
mental and emotional hurdles which were before her. After spending two and a half years 
fighting to be admitted to an all-male school, had it never occurred to her that she would be the 
slightest bit unwelcome? Wake up, Girl! The Citadel has spent millions of dollars in the legal 
battle to keep you out! After your house was vandalized, your life threatened, and bumper 
stickers printed with obscenities directed at you, did you never consider that these boys didn't 
want you on their team? Did you expect a warm reception with banners, balloons and punch? 
I'm sure "Hell Week" at the Citadel is difficult for everyone, male or female. (Hence, the name.) 
However, being the first and only female cadet was not for the faint-hearted. Shannon was 
quoted, "...I felt like I was not treated the same way... I could feel I was alone. 11 
What a revelation. 

At no point do I excuse the crimes committed against Shannon and her family. The Citadel 
should be ashamed for soliciting such inappropriate actions, or at the very least, doing nothing 
to discourage them. Symbolically, those crimes were committed against all women. The 
message was not only that Shannon is not welcome in the Citadel, but that none of us are 
welcome in the "Boys' Club." But is this really surprising? 

Should you be surprised when you walk into the boardroom and your colleagues are looking at 
your legs? No. You should then distract them with your brilliance. Should you be surprised 
when the muscle-head at the gym assumes that you don't know how to use the weight machines? 
No. You should then offer to teach him how to do his sit-ups properly. Should you be surprised 
that the car salesman asks you to come back later with your husband? No. You just don't go 
back. Should Shannon Faulkner have been surprised that she was treated differently and 
isolated? No. She should have anticipated everything from silence to heckling, while 
concentrating on how silent those tongues would have been when she finally grasped that 
diploma. 

As it is, the proverbial tongues are wagging, proclaiming the inherent weakness and 
incompetence of the entire female species. Shannon may have won the legal battle, but she 



proved their point: Women just can't handle the physical and mental strain of the all-male 
academy. Conversations over breakfast tables and across radio waves are centered not on the 
fact that Shannon Faulkner dropped out of the Citadel, but on the idea that females are incapable 
of enduring physical and mental stress as well as males. 

Shannon left because she felt isolated and alone,- but she was not alone. When she entered the 
gates of the Citadel, every woman in the world went with her. Whether she likes it or not, 
whether it was intended or not, whether it is fair or not, she stood for every single one of us 
when she reported for her freshman year. The nation waited with baited breath to see how 
women (not Shannon) would stand up to the schedule. When she stood before her superiors, we 
all quivered. When she marched across the parade grounds, we all stood up a little straighter. 
When she went into the infirmary, we all felt sick. Subsequently, when she announced that she 
was quitting, we were all defeated. 

**************************** 

From the moment we are born, females are given subtle {and some very blunt) clues that 
this is still a "man's world." The evidence is overwhelming and need not be revisited here. 
Those of us who choose anything other than the most traditional roles have found our paths 
riddled with landmines of various degrees waiting to trip us up and send us home. So what else is 
new? That is the essence of our predicament. For Shannon or any of us to assume we will not 
happen upon such pitfalls is not only unrealistic, it is like walking into a warzone and being 
surprised that you are getting pelted with bullets -- it goes with the territory. Once again, 1 do 
not pretend to say that any of it is justified. However, we cannot afford to stand paralyzed in 
the glaring criticism of our antagonists. As women and as feminists, we must understand that 
our lives are much better than our mothers' and much worse than our daughters'. Our mission is 
to carry the torch in the interim. So, my message to Shannon and to all who may sympathize 
with her is= If you can't carry the torch, Sister, don't even bother to pick it up. 



